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Abstract: For postcolonial societies, addressing the impact of the previous oppressive system in a bid to attain equity and 
social justice necessitates transformation in various spheres and sectors of society. As cradles of learning, research, and 
knowledge development, higher education institutions are one such sphere with a particular duty to contribute to, and 
embody, social transformation. However, almost 25 years after the country’s first democratic elections, the institutional 
cultures and structures of many South African universities still bear the imprimatur of past inequities. Existing research 
suggests that the success of transformation policies is influenced by the extent to which individual staff members exercise 
agency to effect transformatory practices. But what determines whether an individual becomes an agent of change? This 
paper draws on the experiences of ten academic staff members who have taken actions that can be said to have contributed 
to shifting in important ways relations and/or practices at one university in South Africa. It adopts a hermeneutic 
phenomenological lens to understand the lived experiences of participants of having agency and undertaking transformative 
actions. In taking this approach we seek an understanding of experience grounded within specific contexts. Analysis of the 
in-depth interviews with the participants suggested that the underlying catalyst which drives an individual to involve 
her/himself in actions toeffect change is ‘a coming to consciousness’. The paper explores the “coming to consciousness” 
narratives of the participants and argues that being ‘conscious’ is a necessary condition for being able to identify the 
discourses, practices and ways of being that perpetuate injustice. Recognising such discourses, norms and ways of being, 
enables the agent to then find ways of rejecting and changing such oppressive structures and cultures.  
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Introduction  
n the wake of South Africa’s transition to democracy, the post 1994 government was tasked 
with eradicating all forms of exclusion and the reversal of apartheid policies which had 
legalised discrimination based on race, gender and ethnic group. As a result, since 1994 there 
have been various efforts to address these inequalities on a structural, cultural, institutional and 
inter-personal level. The transformation of higher education has from the outset been recognized 
as a part of this process. Transformation is taken to mean an overhaul of those structures and 
cultures that promote discrimination and allow for the persistence of attitudes and practices that 
sustain and perpetuate relations of domination.  However, it is widely acknowledged that apartheid 
legacies continue to shape the structures, cultures, processes and practices of South African 
universities (DoE 1997; DoE 2008; Soudien 2010; Akoojee and Nkomo 2007; Hemson and Singh 
2010).  
  
An overview of the South African higher education landscape reveals deeply embedded 
apartheid legacies. Almost 25 years after the end of apartheid, while there has been a significant 
increase in the participation of Black students and staff in higher education, the numbers still 
reflect under-representation of those excluded under apartheid, especially in senior management 
positions. Universities and higher education institutions are still fragmented along racial lines with 
White men still dominant in the upper echelons of both academic and administrative staff (CHE 
2004). Apart from the demographics revealing the slow pace at which transformation is unfolding 
in higher education, numerous scholars have noted the lack of structural changes at HE institutions 
and the problem with changing the institutional cultures of especially Historically White 
Universities (HWUs) (CHE 2007; Viljoen and Rothmann 2002; Govinder, Zondo and Makgoba 
2013; Blunt and Cunningham 2002; Van Wyk 2004; Waghid 2002; Bitzer 2010). Niemann (2010, 
1004) for instance argues that institutional culture plays a major role in perpetuating 
disenchantment, discrimination and alienation. This lack of transformation saw nationwide 
protests in 2015/2016 in the form of the #rhodesmustfall and #feesmust fall movements – which 
highlighted the extent to which black and women staff and students at South African universities 
continue to feel marginalized, discriminated against and disempowered .  Hence central to 
transformation is the necessity of going beyond demographic change to shift institutional cultures, 
structures and interpersonal relations.  
In order to effect change, research has noted the importance of leadership and staff involvement 
in the transformation process (see for instance Fourie 1999; Portnoi 2009; Akooje and Nkomo 
2007; Viljoen and Rothmann 2002; Van Wyk 2004; Soudien 2010). These studies argue that both 
leaders and ordinary staff members must be interested in, and actively involved in, the 
transformation process and must take steps to implement policies and strategies aimed at 
transformation if such policies are to be effective. This suggests that the extent to which leaders 
and individual staff members have agency to effect transformatory practices determines the 
success of transformation policies. McNay (2003 140; 2000, 4) has argued that a more precise and 
varied account of agency is required to explain the different motivations and ways in which 
individuals and groups struggle to transform institutions. This paper gives an account of the 
participants’ motivation to take action towards transformation. We argue that for these participants 
or agents of change ‘coming to consciousnesses’ was a necessary condition that explains why they 
subsequently wanted to be involved with actions that effected change in the university. 
Wright (1985, 244) defines consciousness as ‘those elements of a person’s subjectivity which 
are discursively accessible to the individual’s own awareness’. That is the ‘beliefs, ideas, 
observations, information, theories, preferences’ which the individual may not constantly be 
aware of but which is in principle accessible to them (Wright 1985, 244). Following Wright’s 
definition, we describe coming to consciousness not as a liberation from unconsciousness but as 
a process which involves the recognition of our positions within specific contexts and which 
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creates the possibility for action (see also Giddens 1984). Giddens (1984, 44) identifies this 
reflexive monitoring of conduct as ‘practical consciousness’. We argue that consciousness enables 
the individual to engage in actions that may be of a reproductive or a transformative nature. For 
the participants in this study, ‘coming to consciousness’ enabled them to take actions towards 
change. It must however be noted that while consciousness is a precondition for action, such action 
need not be directed at transformation. Consciousness may also lead to an awareness of how to 
act to facilitate the reproduction of oppressive structures. that.  
Conceptual Framework: Structures Agency and Social Transformation  
Collin Hay (2002, 94) defines structures as the setting in which social, political and economic 
events occur and acquire meaning. Structure thus refers to a range of social capacities, powers and 
properties that can be reproduced or transformed via human interaction. For Callinicos, structures 
are relations that confer power, they are a set of ‘empty spaces’ or ‘positions’ which endow 
individuals who occupy them with power (Callinicos 2004, XXV, see also Hay 2002). Structures 
are taken to mean more than physical/material entities like buildings, they are also immaterial as 
they form and shape the context in which we find ourselves and they do not just constrain but also 
enable human agency.  
Agency refers to ‘the capacity for humans to act in their own right’; it is a conscious goal directed 
activity (Anderson 1980, 19; Elder Vass 2010, 2; Giddens 1984) which entails an individual’s 
ability to exercise some degree of control over the social relations in which they find themselves 
embedded. While agents have a capacity to act of their own free will, their ability to act freely is 
dependent on their historical context and the social structures that prevail in such contexts. This 
further illustrates agency’s reproductive as well as transformative capacities (See Archer 1995; 
2007; Bhaskar 1998; Callinicos 2004; Elder-Vass 2010; New 1994; Sewell 1992; Giddens 1979). 
Agency is a necessity for social transformation as social structures do not just reproduce or 
transform themselves abstractly; such change occurs through independent human action, which in 
turn shapes social structures.  
The relationship between structures and agency -- the human agent’s capacity for action and the 
degree of limitation placed on such capacity for action by social structures -- is perhaps the central 
problem of social science. Scholars have long debated the relationship between agency and 
structure and the influence of structures on human agents’ capacity to act (See Callinicos 2004, 
Elder Vass 2010, Gidddens 1984; Hay and Wincott 1998; Giddens 1984; New 1994; Sewell 1992; 
Ashwin 2009). While some have conceived of structures as purely as limiting, others have argued 
that structures can be both limiting and enabling (Callinicos 2004 see also Giddens 1984; Sewell 
1992; New 1994).  Given the tendency for structures to reproduce themselves, our interest is in 
how particular agents in a specific context are capable of acting in such a way that transforms 
practices, cultures and policies. Callinicos provides a way of approaching the agency-structure 
debate by arguing that access to “productive resources, labour-power and means of production” 
determines the structural capacity of an agent. (Callinicos 2004, 275). An individual’s capacity 
for action, while partly determined by structures, is only possible if the position in which they find 
themselves gives them access to power and resources that enables them to act in such a way that 
creates change (see also Giddens 1984; Sewell 1992).  
The opportunities for, and success of, agency to effect transformation of existing social structures 
depends on the array of possibilities available to an individual in a specific social context. This 
breaks with the idea of structures as merely limiting (Callinicos 2004, 275). Social structures are 
a shifting set of power relations which individual agents interact with to either reproduce or 
transform existing interpersonal relations. This highlights the importance structure plays in agency 
and the importance of agency for transformation. As Callinicos (2004, 94) argues, ‘the explanation 
for social action (transformation) involves referring to both structures and individuals’.  
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Human agency is the means through which structures are transformed into processes (the 
normalization of structures as part of everyday experience) and humans enter into history 
(Anderson 1980, 17). While intentionality, beliefs and desires are inherently part of human nature, 
the social context in which individuals finds themselves partly determines what is possible (see 
also New 1994, 188; Coole 2005, 126). As New (1994, 188) argues, we are born into specific 
structures and social positions, none of which is our choice and these positions impose 
opportunities and restrictions. Thus, as individuals we do not choose the society, class, race, 
gender and sexuality we are born into. And yet, to a large extent these social positions determine 
our capacity for agency as they endow us with specific configurations of opportunities and 
limitations within our social setting. For example, the term ‘single black working-class mother’, 
suggests an individual endowed with certain possibilities and restrictions in contemporary South 
African society given the way in which this society has been historically structured according to 
gendered, classed and raced inequalities. In this sense, the ability for agency to engender 
transformation or for an individual to act in such a way as to bring about change, is influenced by 
her social context, the structures within such contexts and her position within that context. 
Structures give individuals access to different kinds and amounts of resources and offer different 
possibilities to individuals to exercise agency that engenders transformation. 
The Study  
Hermeneutic phenomenology assumes that individuals ‘interpret or attach meanings to their 
experiences’ and that these meanings then becomes part of the structure of the experience (Nelms 
2015, 5; Van Manen 1997). The aim of phenomenology is to analyze accounts of lived experiences 
to reveal the essence of a phenomenon (Landgren 2015). In this case, the phenomenon under 
investigation was the nature and significance of academics’ contemporary experience of having 
agency to effect change at a South African university. The aim was to give individuals who have 
taken action aimed at transformation of the existing structures, relations and practices encountered 
in the university context, the opportunity to tell their story and talk about their experiences of what 
had enabled and/or constrained their ability/willingness/capacity to take action in this way. 
Participants’ narratives provided a means to ‘comprehend the structure of their lived experiences 
in a way that enabled the researchers to grasp the nature and significance of their having agency 
to effect transformation’ (Landgren 2015, 160; see also Van Manen 1997).  
 
Interviews were used as a means to access participants’ experiences of having agency to effect 
change in the university context. The data was analyzed using the NVivo data analysis software 
and the procedures of hermeneutic phenomenological thematic analysis. This involved reading to 
understand the data, coding the data and the identification of themes and sub-themes that would 
illuminate participants’ experience and the phenomenon being studied in relation to the structure 
that gave rise to that experience (see Crotty 1998, 98; Flood 2010, 12). Hermeneutic 
phenomenological research allows for an analysis of the structure of a phenomenon in context 
(Flood 2010, 11). While owning the (contextually and theoretically informed) analysis of the data, 
we were also concerned to ensure that we remained open and alive to the meanings and 
understandings of their own experiences brought to the research by our participants (Crotty 1998, 
96). An inductive process of data coding built into the analysis allows researchers to remain close 
to participants’ own interpretation of their experiences (Flood 2010, 11; Lopez and Willis 2004, 
730). In vivo coding —codes that mirror the words of the participants — was particularly useful 
in ensuring that foregrounded participants’ voices before imposing interpretations by way of codes 
derived from pre-existing theoretical constructs or preconceptions (see Saldana 2009).  
 
Analysis of the data revealed ‘coming to consciousness’ defined by ‘catalytic moments’ and 
‘acknowledging one’s privileged position’ -- as a structure or an essence of the experience of 
having agency to effect transformation. Participants’ stories revealed a link between being aware 
of, and understanding the need for, transformation – and the individuals taking action at a later 
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stage. Their experiences were defined by catalytic moments which enabled an understanding and 
acknowledgments of their privileged position within their context. Also important was the role 
played by some participants’ outsider positionality in their coming to consciousness. Participants 
experiences, for example, as outsiders coming into the South African context, enabled them see 
what might otherwise have been occluded through over familiarity and taking for granted as 
‘normal’ inequities, injustices and marginalizing dispositions.  To come to consciousness is to 
become a knower, to see one’s position in relation to the structural relations in which one is 
embedded and understand the need for transformation. It is to remove oneself from the norm and 
recognize the strangeness, problems with, and benefits of, one’s structural location.  
Results and Discussion 
 
The notion of consciousness discussed here is similar to the feminist notion of consciousness-
raising (see Bartky 1977, 23). Vincent, (2015) drawing on the work of Bob Pease (2000) and Chris 
Weedon, (1989) defines consciousness-raising as an ‘idea of becoming aware, at the conscious 
level, of things that might be experienced but not consciously known, thought about or understood’ 
(see also Moreau 1990; Sowards and Renegar 2004, 536;). While consciousness-raising occurs 
within groups, and our focus is on individuals (see also Maitra 2013, 373), consciousness-raising 
and coming to consciousness are similar. An individual’s ability to come to consciousness, 
become aware, or know about the sociopolitical context they inhabit, has implications for agency. 
The individual is able to act to effect change or take action towards transformation when the 
individual sees or becomes aware of, as one participant notes, the underlying substratum, 
discourses, norms, practices and ways of being that allow for discrimination. To ‘be’ an agent of 
change/transformation, one has to ‘become’ an agent of transformation, and it is this process of 
becoming that we define as coming to consciousness. To become an agent of change is to develop 
a critically altered consciousness of one’s context and one’s role/position in that context in relation 
to others who inhabit the context. This involves an acknowledgment of one’s position in the 
existing configuration of social structures, the privileges/disadvantages that one’s position confers 
on one, understanding the attendant structural inequities and injustices -- and thus appreciating the 
need for change. If Agency is understood as  “conscious goal-directed activity” (Anderson 1980), 
then the process of coming to consciousness can be understood as involving a shift in an agent’s 
understanding of their context which  in turn provides the motivation for taking action. We 
identified two (closely related) significant themes in the participants’ narratives of coming to 
consciousness, namely catalytic moments and the acknowledgement of privilege.  
 
 
Catalytic Moments  
 
Paulo Freire (1998) noted the critical role played by concentization in agency. Participants 
described experiencing catalytic moments which signalled the start of a journey towards thinking 
about, understanding and taking action aimed at changing relations, cultures and/or practices in 
the context in which they found themselves. Catalytic moments are, as Kathy put it, ‘moments of 
consentization: 
… I was in the same Matric class as the first black student to matriculate at that school 
and she was an enormous teacher in my life. To meet a peer who was clearly in every 
way my equal was quite unsettling. It forced me to question everything and to begin to 
see why things had felt wrong on the farm. The final moment was when we went 
Christmas shopping together at the end of the year and we walked into Wimpy and we 
 6
were told to leave because of the whites of the institution and the shock of that for me, 
I finally saw apartheid, it was like the scales were peeled from my eyes, all the smoke 
and mirrors stuff that I had grown up with was pulled away and I finally saw what 
apartheid was and the sense of embarrassment and humiliation on her face is something 
that haunts me till today. So that moment has shaped everything about the rest of my 
life -- the injustice of that moment, that moment of conscientization, it crashed into my 
world. Even though I was fairly low on the white society rank, the fact that I was white 
had given me, had meant I grew up in this, as I said smoke and mirrors about what 
apartheid was really about (Kathy). 
Hay (2002, 129) argues that agents internalize their perceptions of their contexts -- which then 
affects their choices with regard to a specific course of action that they may see themselves taking 
(Hay 2002, 129). Growing up in a very rigid and discriminatory structure, Kathy’s encountering 
of the world through the eyes of the ‘other’ was unsettling and made her question the structure 
and the position she occupied within it. The experience of blatant racism towards a black peer that 
she had come to recognize as an equal, was a catalytic moment for Kathy. She was finally able to 
‘see why things had felt wrong’ and see apartheid for what it was and that enabled her to critique 
apartheid structures and want to take action to change them. Coming to consciousness implies a 
certain level of internal moral and ethical change that gives the agent power in the form of a felt 
responsibility to act. It allows the individual to challenge previously held conceptions and 
previously taken for granted dominant discourses and creates the possibility for reconstructing a 
new or different context (see Pease 2000, 145). Kathy’s experience of her friend being 
discriminated against is a catalyst which enables her to ‘see’ or come to consciousness of features 
of her context that might otherwise have remained occluded, and this then led to her reformulating 
her conception of her interests and a shift in consciousness (Idahosa and Vincent 2016). Coming 
to consciousness, as Kathy notes, is that moment of conscientization where the individual agent is 
able to see what is wrong with her society, empathize and take action to effect change. 
Concentization, as Kathy’s story shows, is impossible without a ‘radical denunciation’ of systems 
of oppression and imagining a new reality (see Freire 1998. 514). Concientization acts as a 
bulwark against the normalization of inequality – which was a very prevalent experience for 
whites living sheltered and privileged existences under Apartheid. As the recent 2015/2016 
protests and #mustfall movements which fought against the ongoing embedded nature of 
oppression in South African universities showed, unsettling taken for granted norms remains a 
relevant starting point for political action.  
 
Knowing, seeing, awareness, understanding, conscientization, empathy, consciousness – are 
brought on by a reformulation of a person’s interests in the light of a catalytic experience (Idahosa 
and Vincent 2017) that then acts as a motivation for change. Thus, for Kathy, there was no doubt 
left in her about the need to engage in actions that will engender transformation. Arising from her 
interactions with her context were critical incidents that altered her way of seeing. These critical 
incidents enabled her to better understand her historical and social context and the provided her 
with insight into the experience of others within that context, while at the same time 
acknowledging her own positioning — this altered her way of seeing and enabled her subsequently 
to become the kind of person who wanted to take actions aimed at transformation. Kathy’s 
situated-ness in the South African context provided the structural condition and possibility for her 
agency (see Parkins 2000, 60; Bandura 1989; 2001). The ability to come to consciousness and see 
the pervasiveness and wrongness of apartheid social relations and practices encouraged her to 
want to act in ways that changed its structure. Agency thus arises from the experiences of 
individuals, as Parkins (2000, 62) argues, ‘located and engaged in a specific material and historical 
situation’. These experiences are described as ‘catalytic’ in that they have caused the individual 
to see things from a different perspective and to acknowledge certain truths that they may have 
otherwise ignored.  
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While being implicated in the context played a role in Kathy coming consciousness, for Chris and 
Thandi the catalyst was coming into an environment from a different place and the confusion they 
experienced with the way they were treated because of their positionality and outsider status. Chris 
relates an experience which arose in South Africa and which he was able to contrast with other 
experiences in different contexts, and which proved a seminal moment in his own coming to 
consciousness:   
I have been approached by beggars many times my whole life in all places and that 
never happened to me that a black man approaches me and called me ‘master’. I didn’t 
know that people refer to each other as master in this time, in our world and my first 
reaction was…I said very angrily, ‘don’t call me master’ and he replied, ‘yes master’, 
and I thought, ‘well how can this be?  ‘What is happening here?’ And so, issues of how 
race operates started to emerge in my mind upon moving to South Africa and I started 
to realize the importance of what we call a kind of subconscious -- be it collective or 
personal -- and I started to think about issues of transformation. This is slow, many 
years of thinking about transformation and how to bring about transformation (Chris). 
Chris’s experience with the beggar is a catalytic moment arising in a particular time and place 
which begins the process of coming to consciousness about how he might act in that time and 
place. What is significant here is Chris’s recognition of what one may take for granted as ‘normal’, 
specifically the ways in which such normality arises out of his particular positioning, moving from 
outside, in. This outsider positioning occasions an awareness of social codes, structures and norms 
that might be overlooked in their everydayness by insiders.   
 
Similarly, for Thandi, being treated as  a black person in South Africa compared to her previous 
experience  enabled her to question the assumptions that others seemed to have but that did not 
make sense to her.  
Look, I have come from a place in life where because my parents were activists I have 
always been confused by South Africa and its conservative racism, and not just 
conservatism amongst black people and racism amongst white people. I find South 
Africa intellectually strange, so I have always found it important for me to say but no 
that does not make sense because I know something different; I know a different way 
of doing it. It was never the case that, you know white people just decide to define an 
agenda for black people, which is what happens in NGOs. I don’t know that from my 
home, I come from a space where black people are the intellectual leaders. How can 
you just suppress black people in this space? That does not make sense, you should not 
do that, you are not going to get anywhere if you do that. Those things came naturally 
to me because of my home (Thandi). 
For Thandi coming from a place where ‘black people are the intellectual leaders’ made her 
question the oppression and marginalization of black people in South Africa, which, as she notes, 
‘didn’t make sense’ to her. The incongruence in her experience makes her see social relations in 
her current position as strange. She immediately recognizes that there is something wrong because 
she ‘knows something different’ and this then becomes the impetus for her agency to effect 
change. For Chris (a foreign national) and Thandi (the child of exiled political activists), the 
experience of coming into South Africa from a different context enabled them to see as strange 
what others might have regarded as ‘normal’.  
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Recognising strangeness or coming to consciousness led Chris to develop a program aimed at 
changing the university’s culture and understanding of pedagogy and Thandi to create an 
organization focused on children and African languages. Carol, similarly, experienced coming to 
university as a ‘coming in from the outside’ which meant that she had a sense of estrangement 
that enabled her to see unfairness and to be aware of the social norms that govern practices in the 
university – which others who are more familiar with the context may take for granted.  
I had been a first-generation student and I was alienated. I found it the most alienating 
cultural space. Everybody I mixed with … they were from the elite classes and they 
had been to the best private schools and they were enormously rich and I found it 
socially a very alienating space. But the other thing was I never knew what I was 
supposed to do, if someone would only give me the slightest clue and so what I did was 
I worked by guess work and the guess work usually left me with a knot in my 
stomach…then I went back to the University and that allowed me to start to make sense 
of the experience and I began to see that education isn’t socially, culturally, politically 
neutral and that then set me on the road to understanding teaching and learning as this 
profoundly cultural space and an unfair space (Carol). 
For Carol, being a first-generation university student with a lack of understanding about what she 
was supposed to do in an elite environment in which others from more privileged backgrounds 
seemed comfortable, set in motion events that would later lead her to take actions towards 
transformation. Carol’s experience of alienation and exclusion were critical moments for her as 
they shaped her future actions. Because of this experience she became involved in creating ways 
in which students from different backgrounds coming into the university for the first time can feel 
comfortable and included. For Carol, going back to the university and reading social theory 
enabled her to understand her prior experiences and make sense of the alienation and lack of 
understanding she felt in her earlier years in university. As she notes, she began to see that 
education and the university is not ‘socially, culturally, politically neutral’. Her experience 
enabled her to see and understand the university as ‘this profoundly cultural space and an unfair 
space’ which led to her choice of taking action to effect changes in the ways in which her 
university viewed and approached teaching and valid assessment.  
Echoed in each of these participants’ stories are ways in which their experiences enabled them to 
see things differently or come to consciousness as a result of being in one way or another 
personally estranged from the taken-for-granted norms prevailing in the institution and the society. 
Perhaps what is significant about these participants’ experiences is the role played by their outsider 
status in coming to consciousness. Being positioned outside the familiar routines of a context was 
a key component in the process of instigating consciousness and the subsequent desire to act, 
regardless of their race, class, and/or gender positions. A further requirement for coming to 
consciousness is the ability for the agent to empathize and see beyond their own immediate 
experience and interests. In a context in which prevailing unequal/unjust social relations and 
norms offer certain privileges, to want to change these regardless of one’s favorable location 
within that configuration, requires the ability to see beyond one’s own immediate experience as a 
necessary condition for taking action aimed at transformation.  
 
Acknowledging Privilege 
Vincent (2015) argues that in the South African context, for both the dominant and oppressed 
groups, ‘consciousness raising’ is about coming to realize that both privilege and disadvantage 
have to do with larger social processes rather than being located merely at the level of individual 
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attitudes. To acknowledge one’s privilege is to acknowledge the varied experiences people within 
a context have given factors such as their race, class and gender. As Leonard (2004, 137) argues, 
privilege is granted even though individuals conferred with privilege may not recognize its 
comforts. Thus, to come to consciousness, is to acknowledge how the comfort and inclusion that 
one is experiencing is not unrelated to, for instance, one’s clas, race, and/or gender, and the 
historical context — and that someone with a different body will experience the context differently 
because the structure shapes experience. Daryl alluded to his awareness of this when he spoke 
about the privilege of ‘fitting in more comfortably’ in a context that has historically benefited 
white men: 
I spoke about it being a male dominated culture, well I am a male, so for me to come 
in, well it was a white male dominated culture, I come in as a white male, I know some 
of the discourse, I can understand some of the ways, there’s certain bravado sometimes 
in the ways men talk or joke or deal with things…I hopefully didn’t get sucked into it 
but I can deal with it, so in some ways when I say I have had freedom here, yeah it is 
because I have fitted in more comfortably. A young introvert black woman coming to 
this would not have felt that, you know because it is a different kind of context and 
discourse etc (Daryl). 
John, similarly, indicated his awareness of having ‘benefited tremendously’: 
I think that I benefited tremendously, and there is a lot of guilt which goes with that 
and …. I do need to work to make this a better country to live in… growing up here in 
the 1980s I benefited tremendously from the apartheid era, my parents were blue collar 
workers and yet I got, my father was basically a driver, my mother was a secretary, if I 
was a different colour, my father would have been a driver and my mother would have 
been a domestic worker but because I was white I got to go to really good schools, I 
came to this University, I got massive opportunities and so there is a guilt that goes 
with that, there has to be (John). 
The historically white nature of the University has ensured the embeddedness of discourses, 
structures, practices, processes and ways of being that reflect the dominance of a white culture 
(Soudien 2008; Lewin 2010; Kristner 2011). Daryl acknowledges that by occupying the body that 
he does, both in terms of race and gender, he fitted in more easily and thus experienced the 
structures as enabling. To acknowledge privilege is to understand where one comes from and how 
historical contexts shape everyday experiences. For Daryl and John, coming to consciousness 
meant not only acknowledging their positions, but also recognizing the varied experiences of ‘the 
other’ within that context — the realization that one’s own experience is not everyone’s 
experience. Acknowledging privilege enables these participants to constantly question their 
positions in relation to the context. For John, acknowledging his position in relation to the 
historical circumstance that put him in that position caused him to experience guilt which in turn 
made him want to take action to effect change. The fact that he feels guilty reveals someone who 
is able to acknowledge the effects of apartheid legacies which influences his choices to take action 
to effect change in the present. 
  
Sometimes it is not race or gender that motivates coming to consciousness or a shift in one’s 
orientation, rather it is a realization of one’s privileged classed position in the society and the 
experience of class difference as Thandi’s narrative portrays. On the face of it, it may seem that 
race for the most part determines ways of seeing and being in South Africa in the sense that if you 
are white then you are privileged, and if you are black you lack access to privilege, given South 
Africa’s apartheid legacy. But class also plays a role in shaping perspectives including in South 
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Africa where race often seems to predominate. Thus, for example, a middle-class black South 
African may not experience the same level of structural constraints or boundaries as a working-
class black South African and therefore may not as acutely see the need to change or want to 
change the structures. As Thandi’s narrative depicts, while her blackness and the way it is 
constructed in the South African context forces her to see the limitations imposed by racism, there 
are some things she is unable to see because of her middleclass background. Thus, seeing means 
becoming aware of that privilege and the limitations it places on acknowledging and seeing.    
Your whole orientation forces you to see the whole scope of the world because you are 
constructed in a particular way and myself as a black South African, I have a particular 
orientation which forces me to see the white world, this world, I have to see all these 
things so I can survive. There’s things that I am privileged with regard to that I don’t 
have to see because I am middle class and I am black South African, so I don’t have to 
know what’s happening in the center of town where a lot of African nationals live. But 
that becomes privileged now you must be aware, the only time one is interacting is 
when one is entering into a hair salon for help and then you see a different space…the 
orientation is not to the majority’s worldview, so when we talk of success, success 
towards what? We have not succeeded here because we have not shifted that orientation 
(Thandi). 
To come to consciousness is, then, to shift one’s orientation. While, for those who occupy 
dominant positions, coming to consciousness involves recognising the experience of the other, for 
the dominated, it is ‘about becoming aware of the processes through which they have come to 
occupy those positions’ (Vincent 2015). Thandi acknowledges that her class grants her some 
power and privilege. Her acknowledgement of the position she occupies by virtue of her class 
enables her to shift her orientation. Acknowledging one’s structural position (be it raced, classed, 
gendered, etc.) in relation to one’s context, shifts the individual’s orientation and enables an 
understanding of the need for transformation and subsequently influences the choice or decision 
to act towards transformation. 
As Alex notes, the process of understanding the historical context and current situational context 
is important to an individual’s ability to take action towards transformation. 
…my eyes have been opened to what happened in this country over the last 30 years or 
40 years and I know that where I have come from is wrong and I understand the need 
for change. I still think I have probably learnt the most from this University, so for me 
background — a very privileged white upbringing and understanding what is going on 
at the University, what’s going on in the country … and I have tried in the last six years 
just to use that broader appreciation to promote change (Alex). 
Bartky (1977, 33) argues that ‘understanding things makes it possible to change them’. Coming 
to consciousness leads to the active formulation of possible actions that might be taken and which 
the actor comes to believe should be taken as a result of acknowledging and understanding the 
context (see Takhar 2011, 343). Alex’s ‘eyes being opened’ provided him with insight into the 
structural processes that put him in a privileged position.  
 
Similarly, Inga’s negative experiences as a foreigner in South Africa catalyzed her to become 
someone who, despite her privileged upper middle-class upbringing, is able to recognize, 
understand and respond to the marginalization of others. She uses her own experiences as the 
impetus for acting to facilitate in particular the progress of black females.  
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As a woman of color, coming from a different country and being a foreigner, I am more 
enabling because whatever I do for my students in a positive way is what I have 
undergone in a negative way. So, the only way I respond is making it positive for my 
students who don’t have the privileges that some other students have, by creating spaces 
for them. I couldn’t have done this 12 years ago when I came, because I didn’t know 
what this meant. I came from a country where I was in an upper middle-class family. I 
had everything I needed. But, constantly I have remained in a phase where I don’t have 
the money to offer to people to say come work with me. And then I started attracting 
funds at the university level. So, consciously I made sure that that funding was used for 
black females who would normally not get the funding. And that’s what I have 
consciously done. Work with black African females who don’t have other options 
(Inga). 
As Inga notes, she is motivated to act consciously to facilitate the advancement of black women 
in the academy   because of the negative experiences she has had, which led her to want to create 
a place for those who would not otherwise have access to privileges such as funding. To 
understand is to imply that you know what to do. Coming to consciousness may thus be said to be 
not only about ‘seeing’ but also understanding. Inga’s experiences as an outsider enable her to see 
and understand the structural conditions of the university that alienate and marginalize some and 
she is able to use her power to respond to those who most need assistance and who have ‘no other 
options’. 
To acknowledge one’s privilege is also to empathize. When an individual acknowledges and 
understands their position and its associated injustices they decide to take action to attempt to 
effect change in their situations. For James, coming into the university and realizing his position 
and the effects of the legacies of Apartheid on his life led him to try to conquer these divides 
through his teaching. He would rather not try to ‘cash in’ on his being a white man in a position 
of privilege, but instead tries to deconstruct that position and the power it potentially affords him. 
It is because James understands the historical context of discrimination and empathizes with its 
victims that he is able to act towards transformation. 
I think I have aligned myself with a particular style of teaching which tries to conquer 
these divides. If I do not stand for those things such as community engagement, I feel 
embarrassed, I feel like what am I standing for? My purpose would be yeah cashing in 
my chips of my life yeah l don’t know. I am very naïve in the way I am putting it, in 
some ways I don’t really see myself as a white male -- I would like to think that the 
way I practice I try to minimize that fact. I am not trying to cash in on that, I am trying 
deconstruct that position of privilege in a way intellectually and also in practice. I think 
it is difficult but I am aware of that (James). 
When James notes that he does not see himself as a white man, he is attempting to locate himself 
outside of his whiteness and this enables him to see the problem with whiteness, hence his decision 
to try not to ‘cash in’ on it. Earlier, we mentioned the possibilities for transformation opened up 
by the outsider status of the agent. What James is doing here is different from Chris, Thandi, and 
Carol in the sense that self-identifying and locating himself outside his whiteness can be 
understood as a move that enables the him to see and understand the position of the other. James’s 
acknowledgment of his whiteness and simultaneous positioning of himself outside his whiteness, 
produces empathy. He is able to see his privilege and at the same time realise that the Other will 
not be accorded such privilege. Hence his attempt as he notes to ‘deconstruct’ whiteness both 
intellectually and in his practice. As noted in our discussion of conscientization, the process of 
becoming conscientized involves a radical denunciation of systems of oppression. For James, this 
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process is revealed in his attempts at deconstructing his position of privilege in the way he teaches. 
While he could teach in such a way as to emphasize his power and dominance, he chooses to try 
not to be seduced by the ways in which he could benefit from his white masculinity. His agency 
lies in the extent to which he attempts consciously to deconstruct his power and to operate in a 
way that decenters himself in the teaching moment in order to reconfigure relations of dominance 
and marginality.  
 
To empathize is also to constantly question one’s position and actions even if one is acting on the 
side of transformation as Dana’s narrative reveals: 
 
Some of these people who are always called upon to lead these transformation agendas are 
inevitably white women and I think, what’s with that? It’s always the same people who are 
asked…it’s like, you know where are the kind of people with black skin who are experiencing 
kind of subversive racism every single day of their lives? I mean I can never experience that, I 
haven’t the slightest clue what that’s like, yet there are all these white female academics who are 
leading all these things, yes because they care about them, but what happens is the debate gets 
shored off and you think well where are the other voices within that? Why aren’t others being 
brought in? (Dana). 
 
To empathize is to become aware of deeply embedded cultures and norms and the way they 
condition human action, such that even when we are trying to change them they still condition our 
actions. Through questioning, Dana is able to see that the institution still excludes black bodies 
and voices even when the focus is on transforming. Empathizing then not only enables one to 
question one’s power, and position, and to try to understand the experiences of the other, it also 
enables one to question those actions that are taken to towards transformation. It is the ability of 
the individual to see how normalizing tendencies affect actions taken to effect change and reflects 
participants trying to understand and genuinely see the world from the point of view of the other. 
As Dana and James’ narratives reveal, to empathize is to come to consciousness. For them, 
including and sharing the experiences of the previously marginalized was essential to the 
transformation project. 
Conclusion 
To come to consciousness is to have one’s eyes opened to the power relations and discourses that 
ensure the continued domination of some groups and the subjugation of others. Citing the work of 
Merleau-Ponty, Romdenh-Romluc (2011, 79) argues that action is a result of an individual’s 
apprehension of her environment which enables an understanding not only of the need to effect 
change, but also with regard to what kinds of action might be taken (see also Bartky, 28). By 
acknowledging privilege and empathizing, the agent becomes aware of her position and the power 
relations that marginalize specific groups in society. Because they are aware of their privilege and 
power, they are able to internalize this and thus ‘knowers’. Becoming a knower implies not just 
acknowledging but understanding the context which enables a shift in the individual’s way of 
seeing. Vincent (2015) describes this as a ‘process where individuals come to a greater 
understanding of how social relations play themselves out in our own lives’. Therefore, coming 
to consciousness can be described as individuals becoming knowers because they are able to 
understand the need for transformation given their understanding of the context which they 
inhabit. Their insight enables them to see the need to transform such contexts. As Hay and Wincott 
(1998, 955) note, change occurs in the interrelationship between actors and their context. The 
legacies of apartheid ensure the exclusion and marginalization of blacks and women while 
historically white universities embody this lasting legacy. Participants’ stories reflected a 
relationship between understanding the need for transformation and subsequently taking action in 
order to try to effect changes in the structure.  
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To come to consciousness is then to have an individual or personal commitment to the 
transformation process which is brought on by being willing to constantly question the relations 
within our contexts and the ways in which we interact with such contexts. Of course, coming to 
consciousness does not necessarily or inevitably always lead to progressive forms of agency.  For 
instance, an individual may become conscious of the fact that the imperative to transform poses a 
threat to her position within the institutions and may then choose to use her power to ensure that 
things remain the same – to act to reproduce the structure. In the same vein, an individual may 
come to consciousness of the injustice and problems with her context and choose to take action to 
transform the context.  
 
In this study, participants’ ability to realize the importance of transformation were critical in their 
decision to take action towards transformation. Participants understood and approached 
transformation as a process of questioning the assumptions and beliefs underlying relations of 
domination at work within the university. For these agents, the process of questioning, 
acknowledging privilege, and reflecting on their experiences are an important part of 
understanding the need for change and subsequently taking action. They responded to their 
consciousness by actively seeking to undo specific race, class and gendered prejudices, for 
instance through their teaching styles, or in curriculum design by creating courses that questions 
the roots of prejudices or through actively seeking to advance individuals from marginalized 
groups.  
 
Being ‘conscious’ is thus being able to identify the discourses, practices and ways of being that 
allow for the marginalization of the Other and is a necessary condition for formulating ways of 
acting to change these. The outsider position of some participants provided a unique opportunity 
to recognize normalized oppressive relations as strange, hence providing the impetus for engaging 
in transformatory acts. To be conscious, then, is to recognize the socially constructed nature of 
dominant discourses, norms, and ways of being that appear for the most part to be natural and 
inevitable and therefore unchanging and unchangeable. This provides a motivation for the 
individual to find ways to take action aimed at rejecting and changing dominant cultures and 
structures. What we can learn is that the imperative to transform the higher education sector 
requires of actors embedded in these contexts that we start seeing beyond our experiences, our 
own interests, and are able to recognize our blind spots (Idahosa and Vincent 2017) occasioned 
by our locatedness inside certain social structures. It may be that encounters with one another’s 
stories could provide catalytic moments of insight to unsettle our own taken for granted 
assumptions and to begin to see ways in which we can become agents of change. Rather than 
leaving to chance whether or not individuals experience such moments, given how significant they 
are in the process of coming to consciousness and subsequently taking progressive action, 
processes aimed at engendering transformation would do well to deliberately incorporate 
opportunities for members of social institutions like universities to gain insight and understanding.   
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